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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Closed Minds and Open Systems: Narrative Voice and Institutional Complexity in the Late

Modern Novel

By

Brendan Laurence Shapiro

Doctor of Philosophy in English

University of California, Irvine, 2015

Professor Richard Godden, Chair

This dissertation tracks the coevolution of narrative and social forms in the twentieth
century British and American novels, as their respective societies developed gradually more
financialized economies and sophisticated modes of surveillance and information control. To do
so, it draws on social-cognitive narratology, sociology, philosophy of language, and Marxist
approaches to narrative, tracing the connection between fictional representations of individual
language, collective intentionality, and the institutional structures that these ground. The overall
goal is less to pursue determinate questions than to follow an ongoing process — the attempts of
novelists to create prose capable of assimilating and responding to their rapidly evolving
institutional landscapes. This is not to say the project lacks theoretical import: once the dialogue
between a given set of social conditions and its narrative representation have been explicated, the
details may be used to interrogate established aesthetic categories (I think in particular of some
received definitions of modernist and postmodernist narrative), and to shed light on rhetorical

considerations that these authors see as emergent from representational concerns.

Vii



We begin in the liminally modern setting of Faulkner’s 1920s Mississippi. In the last two
sections of The Sound and the Fury, institutional and economic forms remain totally
incommensurable, a contrast matched by the chapter’s dissonant narrative voices. Fitzgerald,
representing later and more sophisticated social forms, shows more conciliation: in Tender Is the
Night, the narrator’s voice internalizes the sort of drama that rives Faulkner’s text. The Human
Factor does this one better. To represent voices and social structures that have grown formalized,
Greene both nests stories and shows official languages invading characters’ psyches. Greene’s
voice employs the sclerotic language of 1970s government bureaucracy in order to explore such
adoption as a mode of resistance. Finally, Wallace extends Greene’s formalization, depicting an
institution so involuted and all-encompassing that attempts to represent it pull voice toward two

extremes: infinite proliferation and obsessive self-reflexivity.
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Introduction

Narrative Voice, Institutional Language, and the Social Structure of Late

Modernity

I. Asymmetries

This dissertation, saltatory organization and extensive digressions notwithstanding,
proceeds from the desire to explain a simple asymmetry, one that emerges when we compare the
two passages that follow. The first, which occurs near the conclusion of Conrad’s Nostromo,

shows the titular captain considering a suicide from which he ultimately relents:

The incomparable Nostromo, the Capataz, the respected and feared Captain Fidanza, the
unquestioned oracle of secret societies, a republican like old Giorgio, and a revolutionist
at heart (but in another manner), was in the point of jumping overboard from the deck of
his own schooner. The man, subjective almost to insanity, looked suicide deliberately in
the face. But he never lost his head. He was checked by the thought that this was no

escape. He imagined himself dead, and the disgrace, the shame going on. (376-7)

Conrad’s scene represents a potential suicide, yet the vocabulary remains remarkably external.
We see less Gianbattista Fidanza at his lowest than a recitation of his social roles (“the Captaz”

“respected and feared,” “oracle of secret societies”). For Langland, this listing “limits any
internal view of [Nostromo’s] mind” (Langland 368), but that judgment comes prematurely in
the case of a man who avoids suicide in the name of “disgrace.” If we read Nostromo himself as

slightly more vain, and Conrad’s narrating voice as slightly more acute, then the paratactic social



tags listed above might be read as the narrator’s free-indirect gloss on Nostromo’s own thoughts,
rather than the externalized judgment of an omniscient voice. And in this former case, the
focalization around Nostromo’s socially conscious thought reveals him to be (somewhat
surprisingly) in thrall to the social groups from whom these accolades stem — the poor folk of

Sulaco.

With Conrad’s example in place, we may turn to a case from David Foster Wallace, that
of a character recalling her time at a local mental hospital. She describes conversation with her
caretakers as follows: “It was like you weren’t a human being, you were a piece of machinery
they could take apart and figure out how it worked....It was really scary, actually, because they
could sign papers to keep you in there or move you to a worse ward” (TPK 471). Like Conrad’s
mariner, Wallace’s examiner worries over the judgment of other social groups. But the parallels
stop there. Nostromo fears what he understands — the generalized contagion that might attend a
change in the will of a group he knows well. Further, he (and the focal narrating voice that
attends his thoughts) knows their language. Meredith Rand faces a different problem: Her
interlocutors are at once invested with frightening organizational powers (“because they could
sign papers”) and totally inscrutable (“like you weren’t a human being”). As Wallace’s
comparison of these official interrogators to “machine[s]” suggests, they are driven by a still
mental, yet decidedly non-human set of imperatives; hence Rand has no understanding of how
their questions relate to her subjective experience. While in institutional custody, however, she
begins to feel the pressure of its language on her own thoughts: “I was having all these dreams
about different kinds of machinery, with gears and dials” (TPK 488). Nostromo knows the
sociolect of his interlocutors (he thinks of himself fondly in the same language), whereas for

Rand such language appears only as an impending nightmare.



When crystallized into a formalized institution, the familiar social minds like those of
Nostromo become the threatening, incomprehensible, invasive force of The Pale King. If there
are central questions that this dissertation sets out to investigate, they may be phrased as follows:
How, and by what stages, does this process occur? Further, how do issues of fictional
representation attend the underlying social and psychic shifts that cause it? And what rhetorical
or philosophical stances or moves push authors away from the mindset of the first example and

toward that of the second?

I1. Cognitive Narratology and Its Gaps

As so much of the essays that follow will be concerned with moving beyond the flaws or
gaps within the “social minds” approach to cognitive narratology, we should first spend some
time noting what it gets right. The “externalist perspective” outlined by Alan Palmer in Social
Minds in the Novel marks a shift within cognitive approaches to literature. According to Palmer,
most narratology, cognitivist reading, and psychologically inflected approaches to literary study
adopt an internalist view of the mind, stressing “those aspects that are inner, introspective,
private, solitary, individual, psychological, mysterious, and detached” (Social Minds 39). And,
given the ascendancy of the Freudian model of mind and psychoanalytically inflected literary
interpretations over the last century, Palmer’s assessment seems largely accurate. Narrative
theory especially has found itself preoccupied with “free indirect discourse, stream of
consciousness, and interior monologue” (39). By contrast, Palmer (and critics in his vein) adopt
an “externalist perspective” on mind, meaning a focus on those aspects of mind that are “outer,
active, public, social, behavioral...embodied, and engaged” — to which list I would add

(crucially) socially extended (39).



The most useful innovation of Palmer’s study (and a tool on which this dissertation will
rely heavily) is his typology of social minds, a method for categorizing socially extended action
and thought as they carry across narratologically relevant groups. At the lowest level of
intermental connection, we find the loose and temporary association of the “Intermental
Encounter,” which can include everyday interactions where persons have a heightened awareness
of others’ behavior and thoughts. One step beyond this, we find “small intermental units,”
longer-standing associations between small groups (marriages, close friendships, nuclear
families) whose members typically have a greater familiarity with one another’s thoughts and
feelings, and tend to act accordingly; though there are (obviously) substantial variations within
this category. The next category comprises “medium-sized intermental units” (work colleagues,
friend networks, some neighborhoods), with a general sharing of opinion and less detailed
intersubjectivity. The largest grouping (“large intermental minds”) ranges across groups that
create opinions or consensus; they tend to be associated via location and political ideology
(Palmer’s standard examples are “Society” in Austen’s Bath). Finally, with a category that spans
across several of the preceding categories, we have “intermental minds,” close intersubjective
associations that are so long-standing and consistent “they can plausibly be considered group
minds”: members of these groups know each other’s minds well and work together in joint
action, decision making, and deliberation. (47-8). Palmer’s toolkit proves particularly effective
for his extended analyses of the medium and large-scale minds of certain socioeconomic groups

in Middlemarch and Little Dorrit.

Having laid out the areas in which Palmer’s theory applies, | would now like to move on
to the points where it falls short; these include moments of conceptual error and (more pointedly)

actual categorical lacunae. The first of these problematic moments arises from a contradiction



between two of Palmer’s claims about the externalist perspective that drives his analysis. One the
one hand, he asserts that the “externalist perspective” his analysis adopts includes among its
marks an emphasis on “Bakhtinian dialogicality,” yet on the other, he takes care to note that any
discussion of ideology (the central feature of Bakhtin’s dialogue) lies “well beyond the scope” of
his study (48). I realize that this critique lies in part with the methodological limits of narratology
itself, which often contents itself with narrow, technical insights; that said, Palmer’s study would
nonetheless benefit from the adoption of a more socially grounded lens — an account that
includes both the sources of the “dialogue” to which he alludes in the above claim, and a

theoretical tool that might ground it.

To the extent that the theoretical toolkit needs an expansion, | believe that would be
satisfied by introducing the concept of voice, as understood by psychologist James Wertsch — not
just a given character’s “speaking consciousness” (Wertsch 12), but a term capable of carrying
across both narrative and psychological analyses, addressing both narrator and narrated. As
Stephen Ross writes, voice as a critical concept allows us to “speak simultaneously” of “both a
property of the discourse we read and as a part of the world we read about and imagine” (Ross
4). Voice has value as analytic tool largely because human thought and action are, as Vygotsky
and Bakhtin have partly shown, discursively constructed; and thus, focusing on voice allows us
to examine the “semiotic devices used to mediate such action” and thought (Wertsch 13). Speech
genres, or modes of thought and language, attach to different psychological and social sources.
Further, having an account of the different sources and types of language (what Bakhtin calls
speech genres) present in character speech, thought, or even moments of narration, will permit us
to trace the etiology of that character’s usage; the social and psychic forces that imping on his or

her thought and action (Wertsch 13).



Insofar as the readings that follow depart from Palmer’s more narrow, technical project,
they do so by recognizing that the languages present in these primary texts cannot be analyzed in
the absence of the social circumstances in which they arise: As VVolosinov writes, “the forms of
signs are conditioned above all by the social organization of the participants involved and also
by the immediate conditions of their interaction,” and so reading cultural artifacts will mean
attending to their ideological details and stakes (MPL 21). For this reason, each of the chapters
that follows will attempt to examine the formal aspects of a set of narrative texts with an
attention to the social discourses that surround them and the potential ways in which different
social and institutional entities might exert force or influence on each of the narrating voices

involved.

Where my first critique (or modification) of Palmer’s work is methodological, the second
is ontological. After the extensive explications of nineteenth century British novels that comprise
the majority of his text, Palmer includes the following remarks on twentieth and twenty-first

century narrative:

The modernist novel is characterized by a move away from the heterodiegetic narration
that is typical of the realist novel and toward an experimental and expressionistic
emphasis on subjectivity, inner states of consciousness, and fragmentary and
discontinuous character construction. These sound like deeply internalist preoccupations.
And my guess is that, when the companion volume to this one comes to be written on the
twentieth-and twenty-first century novel, the presence of social minds will be found to be
much patchier than in the nineteenth century.....[It]should be stressed that the absence of

social minds is as significant as their presence. If social minds in twentieth-and twenty-



first century fiction are fractured, attenuated, or even absent, then that in itself is an

important fact. (Social Minds 184).

While I have no quarrel with the notion that the sorts of social groupings which Palmer’s study
follows have a more fraught and partial presence in the literature of the last century or so, the
notion that socially organized cognition, or socially organized mental units, disappeared in these
more recent narratives is simply too restrictive. A series of questions comes to mind: What of the
formalized entities into which social minds organize themselves and their actions? What of the
institutions whose influences and deontic gravity saturate modern social existence? To put it

bluntly, Palmer’s social ontology needs expanding.

I11. New Tools

My critique here has two aims: First, to add to Palmer’s social minds framework an
account of language-use that at once respects textual phenomenology and links that language to
wider social phenomena. Second, to supplement the social-cognitive typology of intermental
minds and units by including a mechanism for discussing formalized social phenomena that
possess many of the characteristics of intermental units — namely, institutions. * And the best
framework | have found for achieving these two goals is that presented by the philosopher John
Searle, especially as articulated in his 2010 study Making the Social World. Searle’s account
relies heavily on his long-established theories of intentionality and speech acts, according to
which individuals or groups may perform certain actions or express collective intentions simply

by uttering or writing certain words under certain conditions (Searle, EM 18). In turn, these same

! This is not to say that narrative theory has neglected institutions entirely: The Routledge Encyclopedia of Narrative
Theory, for instance, has an entire section on them. However, these investigations have thus far confined themselves
almost entirely to the study of formalized real-world organizations, with little consideration of fictional
representation or alternate definitions (Linde 243-7).



groups (or in certain cases, individuals) may create “institutional facts” by performing certain

speech acts under certain conditions.

Institutional facts, on this account are those that involve deontic powers: “powers such as
those of rights, duties, obligations, requirements, authorizations” (Making 91). The connection
between the status-function declaration that creates an institutional fact and the source of the
ontology should by now be clear enough: for an institutional fact to have any legitimacy for a
social group, it must supervene on a “collectively recognized deontology” for that group (Making
92). And given that, within a modern and heavily institutionalized society, such facts will
agglutinate to a huge scale, the creation of new institutional or social facts (and hence social
entities) becomes commonplace, almost unnoticed. As Searle puts it, “[W]e live in a sea of
human institutional facts” (90) without typically being aware of them. Crucially, institutional
facts and entities depend for their continued influence and existence on the collective belief and
acknowledgement of the persons enmeshed in their deontic power-relations: Institutions and
“institutional facts...require continued recognition or acceptance because they exist only as long
as they are so recognized or accepted” (103). Absent the continued belief and endorsement of
their deontic powers (signified typically by the widespread employment of institutional terms),
institutions may change or even collapse entirely. “Social change,” Searle continues, “often
occurs when institutions are no longer accepted, when the system of status functions simply

collapses,” with an obvious case being the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989 (140).

Ubiquitous though they may be, there exists a distinct category of institutional facts
(really institutionally created entities) that have particular interest for the narrative analytic |
have proposed: Corporations. My interest here lies less in the legal or historical details of

corporations than in their ontological and social peculiarities. As Searle defines them, these



institutional entities may be created whole cloth with the simple performance of the right sort of
(written) speech act under the right conditions: “The law does not say that some preexisting X
becomes a corporation; rather, it says that...the performance of these written speech
acts...counts as the creation of a corporation” (SM 98). Simply by signing and filing certain
paperwork, a person may add a new institutional entity to the world’s ontological roster. More
interesting than the paper-based act of creation itself is the set of obligations and relationships
that arise thereafter: “The creation of a corporation produces an immensely complex deontology
involving interrelationships of many people” (98). Institutional entities such as corporations exert
social and legal pressures on those around them; they influence persons and groups, disseminate
their own conceptual vocabularies, and shape the voices around them. What matters is less the
existence of special sorts of entities than the relationships they create: “the whole point of the
creation of institutional reality is not to invest objects or people with some special status...but to
create and regulate power relationships between people” and groups (106). However, as
philosopher Raimo Tuomela takes pains to demonstrate, these power relations need not derive
solely from the process of formalized declaration that Searle outlines here; they may also arise
more informally, evolving out of informal events or practices involving social norms. Tuomela
offers the example of a Sunday evening football match between friends that evolves from a
spontaneous occurrence to a more regular one, and finally a “social expectation,” a formal event
with rules, norms, and expectations (Tuomela 298). 2 Institutionally saturated power relations

often appear in subtle forms.

2 Tuomela outlines a hierarchy of social institutions, arranged by the force and rigidity of their obligations. At the
highest level are rigid organizations with notions of position and a “task-right system” (299); at the bottom of the
scale, we find instead “norm-governed social practices” which, under certain circumstances may evolve into orders
that confer new “conceptual and social status” (299).



And it is for the purpose of observing and analyzing these tacit forms of social influence
that narrative tools prove uniquely useful. As Wertsch demonstrates, the conceptual reach of

voice extends beyond the influence of person-to-person interactions:

In contrast to the multivoicedness that grows out of the interanimation of concrete
utterances in the ‘primordial dialogue of discourse,’...utterances appropriate types of
voices, specifically those that appear in the forms of speech genres and social languages.
By focusing on speech genres as mediational means, one is constantly reminded that
mediated action is inextricably linked to historical, cultural, and institutional settings, and
that the social origins of individual mental functioning extend beyond the level of
intermental functioning. Because utterances inevitably invoke a speech genre, it is no

longer possible to view dialogue in terms of two localized voices (Wertsch 144).

Here Wertsch’s argument includes voices that extend beyond the interpersonal (or intermental).
Simply put, if the chosen speech-form present in a person (or character’s) reported speech or
thought can be traced back to an institutional source, then the dialogue involved occurs between
an individual (or potentially a larger group) and a non-human social entity — a new category of

social influence and interaction, with its own dialogic contours and lines of influence.

If this seems abstract or disconnected from the textual examples with which this
introduction began, we may now turn back to one with new tools in hand. Wallace’s Meredith

Rand, describing her mental hospital induction, begins as follows:

‘It’s like they do this initial intake interview, with a legal form on a white clipboard they
ask you questions as required by law, and if they ask you if you ever hear voices and you

say sure, | hear yours right now asking me a question, they don’t think it’s funny or even

10



acknowledge you’re even trying to be funny but just sit there looking at you. Like they’re
a computer and you can’t proceed until you give the properly formatted answer.” (TPK

469)

The dialogue involved shows a disjunction between the young Rand’s attempts to treat her
interviewer as an ordinary interlocutor (another person), and the institutional imperatives enacted
by the interviewer. Rand sees her interviewer in interpersonal terms, and adjusts her speech
accordingly by making a joke. A joke which fails because humor and irony have no place in the
institutionally-defined parameters of the intake interview; even the interviewer’s affect remains
mechanically flat. Rand’s error (and one that she corrects as the novel proceeds) lies in seeing
(and addressing) hospital employees as persons, rather than agents of institutional force. The
case of Rand’s hospital interlocutors is an extreme one, but subtler versions of this same pattern

arise throughout the novels considered in this dissertation.

IV. (Late) Modernity’s Institutional Life

The account of social institutions | have presented thus far has been largely abstract —
drawn from a philosophical literature which aims to limn the broadest outlines of their social
ontology. I have leaned on Searle’s theorization as a tool for expanding the aperture of certain
areas in narrative theory; but with those concerns now initially addressed, we may adopt a more
socially focused lens, one more germane for examining the actual, twentieth-century institutions
that appear in the novels this dissertation studies. This is not to abandon the account laid out
earlier; rather, the specific modern institutions that follow may be viewed as a subset of Searle’s

much wider-ranging definitions. In particular, I have in mind the theory of modernity elaborated

11



by British social theorist Anthony Giddens starting with his 1990 study Modernity and Its

Consequences.

For Giddens, modernity itself cannot be semantically disentangled from its institutions:
he defines it as “the institutions and modes of behavior established first of all in post-feudal
Europe, but which in the twentieth century increasingly have become world-historical in their
impact” (Modernity and Self-ldentity 15). Giddens defines four central “institutional dimensions”
of life in modern nation-states: industrialism, capitalism, surveillance, and control of the means
of violence. The first, “industrialism,” really has to do with the development and deployment of
science and technology, as well as the social transformations that attend those material changes;
although associated closely with market demand, Giddens separates them in order to highlight
technology’s links to other institutional forces (15). The second dimension, capitalism, with its
drive to expand, is “the most significant driving force of [social change]” (Giddens and Pierson
97). The third, “surveillance,” derives from Michel Foucault’s use of the term, and refers to “the
supervisory control of subject populations”; this can take the form of “visible supervision [of
behavior] in Foucault’s sense,” or may have more to do with the state-sanctioned methods for
control of information (Modernity 15). The fourth and final dimension as “control of the means
of violence” (15). While this has the obvious connotation of military force, it extends also to the
state’s deployment of police power and overlaps in numerous ways with the surveillance
practices. Each of the chapters that follows will (though often not in these terms) deal with the
interactions and evolutions of these four institutional dimensions; however, before proceeding to

those arguments, we should pause to note three additional features of late-modern institutional

life.

12



Giddens defines these features as not so much institutions in themselves as aspects of
late-modern institutions as they operate and evolve, “elements that explain their peculiarly
dynamic character” (Modernity 16). He lists three: The separation of time and space, the
disembedding of social institutions, and institutional reflexivity. For the sake of time and
relevance, | will focus on the third of these. Reflexivity, as Giddens defines it, refers to “the
susceptibility of most aspects of social activity, and material relations with nature, to chronic
revision in the light of new information or knowledge. Such information or knowledge is not
incidental to modern institutions, but constitutive of them” (Modernity 20). Where pre-modern
traditional societies were barred from reflexive reorganization on the basis of traditional
prohibitions, and Enlightenment thinkers (drawing on the model of the natural sciences) saw
their project as founding “[secure] knowledge of the social and natural worlds” (Modernity 16),
late modern social institutions remain open to continual self-reflection and consequent
reorganization. This constant process of reflection often undermines previous social “truths.”
Writing in the late, 1990s, Giddens takes late modern Western attitudes to the institution of

marriage asa representative case:

Up to even a generation ago, marriage was structured by established traditions....Marriage
was formed to a large degree in terms of traditional expectations of gender, sexuality, and
so forth. Now it is a much more open system with new forms of risk. Everyone who gets
married is conscious of the fact that divorce rates are high, that women demand greater
equality in the past. The very decision to get married is constitutively different from
before. There has never been a high-divorce, high-remarriage society before. (Giddens

and Pierson 105)

13



As the example of the reflexively fluctuating status of marriage highlights, life in a reflexively
organized society has as one of its premises an essential institutional instability. So, given that
these same (newly unstable) institutions form, direct, and scaffold the lives of the inhabitants of
late modern societies, individual life itself takes on much of this same destabilizing introspective
impulse. As Giddens puts it, “the reflexivity of modernity extends into the core of the self”

(Modernity 32).

And it is in these cases that this dissertation’s interests lie. The examples that follow are
less solipsistically reflexive individual monads than characters who find themselves trapped in
the midst of seismic institutional shifts that forcibly reorder their senses of social reality. If this
introduction has provided a set of theoretical considerations that might also apply to real-world
cases, then the textual analyses contained in the chapters that follow provide something available
almost exclusively to fiction: a phenomenologically rich record of the encounter between large-
scale social change and individual minds, explored to an extent and depth not possible without
the tools of narrative fiction (particularly free-indirect discourse and the vocal tools of Bakhtin

and Wertsch).

V. Chapter Outlines

Chapter 1 begins with this dissertation’s most distinctive narrating voice: the first-person
account of Jason Compson 1V, the paternally (and critically) neglected youngest son of William
Faulkner’s Compson family. Under the theoretical terms outlined above, Jason draws interest for
his distinct social stance; he is less pure atavist than liminal figure. Jason mediates between two
distinct institutional positions. On the one hand, he repeats almost obsessively the institutional

tokens] of a pre-modern social order — the Mississippi plantation aristocracy, of which his family

14



were formerly members, and whose influence and norms (in a modern context) are rapidly
waning. * On the other, Jason saturates his thought and talk with the performative vocabulary of

modern financialized capitalism, aiming to capture parts of the past via the tools of the present.

However, when these efforts fail, Faulkner moves from Jason-centric first-person
perspective to an external voice, one whose free-indirect distance proves more capable of
mediating between past and present. Following the details of an Easter Sunday sermon for
Jefferson’s black community (including among them for now the disabled Benjy Compson),
Faulkner’s narration by and large drags the novel back into the social space of the nineteenth
century. The Compson family remains attached, inexorably, to the institutional tokens and norms
of the pre-modern economic and social institutions that shaped the world of their forbears. If
Faulkner here offers a glimpse of modernity’s institutional shape, the overall rhetorical arc of the

novel ends in silence, refusal, turning away from whatever that modernity might constitute.

Although it concerns the same time-period and also ends in silence, Tender Is the Night
(the subject of Ch. 2) involves a vastly different economic and social story. Here, we encounter
more sophisticated institutional structures at their points of transition; in this case, the social and
economic transformation of the US in the wake of WWI. Overarchingly, Fitzgerald’s novel
concerns itself with changes in the nature and organization of capital, as these changes force a
restructuring of that capitalist regime’s epiphenomenal structure: the haute bourgeoisie social
hierarchy that emerges from it. If the notion of a social hierarchy seems distant from the

formalized powers Searle describes, witness the deontic force Fitzgerald ascribes to the members

3 Jason insists on himself as the aristocratic master of house, invoking what Giddens terms a traditional notion of
authority where “masters are designated according to traditional rules and obeyed because of traditional
status....Household officials and favorites are often tied to the ruler in a patrimonial way, as slaves or dependants”
(Giddens, “Living” 82-3).

15



of a wealthy American family: “They were an American ducal family without a title — the very
name written in a hotel register, signed to an introduction, used in a difficult situation, caused a
psychological metamorphosis in people, and in return this change had crystallized her sense of
position” (TN 158). Material changes (ownership) lead to social change (position) and thereby
invest the illocutionary tokens used by members of this family (writing, utterance) with
institutional force not unlike that granted to persons in official roles. Tender Is the Night tracks

this series of changes via the power dynamics of the relationship between Dick and Nicole Diver.

Within the primary institutional narrative of Tender, Fitzgerald embeds a second
institutional story. Dick and Nicole are husband and wife, but their marital relationship is also
written over with the traces of their initial connection as psychiatrist and patient. This means
that the novel’s primary institutional narrative of the capitalist dimension proceeds alongside
(and often through) the story of another institutional shift in the surveillance function. As
Foucault states, the role of psychoanalysis (as practiced by the Freud-trained Dick Diver) falls

well within the scope of surveillance’s main function of “normalization”:

Psychoanalysis was established in opposition to a certain kind of psychiatry, the
psychiatry of degeneracy, eugenics, and heredity....But the fact remains that in our
societies the career of psychoanalysis has taken other directions and has been the object
of different investments. Certain of its activities have effects which fall within the

function of control and normalization (Foucault 60-1)

In this case, Dick’s initial role as Nicole’s analyst involves the “control and
normalization” of her neurotic behavior; bringing it into line with the norms of her gender and

class. However, as their relationship (and clinical “case”) progresses, this dynamic no longer
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holds: Dick and Nicole begin to reflect upon and reorganize their own lives, with Nicole
gradually assuming Dick’s old role. And these personal changes echo the larger reflexive
processes in the institutions that structure their lives (psychoanalysis and class). Although
Fitzgerald includes obvious changes in the behavior of each character, the true depth and
complexity of this multifarious process register only at the level of narrative voice, which splits,
alters, and reorganizes itself to match the social and personal changes it follows. Rather than
spell out the whole contents of the chapter, | will end this summary with an image that condenses
the changes in plot and tonality that emerge near the novel’s end, that of an apparently resurgent
Nicole on the cusp of achieving a new independence: “Nicole had been designed for change, for
flight, with money as fins and wings. The new state of things would be no more than if a racing
chassis, concealed for years under the body of a family limousine, should be stripped to its
original self” (TN 280). Faster and better equipped to a world of accelerating change, but also
fragile, incomplete, uncovered. If Nicole is better suited than Dick to the social and institutional

milieu of the late 1920s, then she also reflects its flaws.

Where the texts analyzed in Chapters 1 and 2 register institutional changes by covering
large groups and distances — families, histories, different towns and cities — the events of Graham
Greene’s The Human Factor seem almost miniature. Greene’s protagonist, Maurice Castle,
works as an analyst within the United Kingdom’s surveillance apparatus (M16), and thus his
view of institutional operations will necessarily have a contained and interior quality; but Greene
adds to this the fascinating dimension of Castle’s status as double-agent. Castle already inhabits
the interior of a deeply reflexive and self-examining organization, and in order to achieve his
operational goals (transmitting classified data) and maintain personal integrity, he turns even

further into himself. Chapter 3 traces The Human Factor’s movement of internalized tensions,
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involving a cat-and-mouse chase between Castle and the intermental group that governs MI6. As
the institution grows more reflexive (looking further into itself, readjusting its methods to match
those of the KGB and CIA), Castle (and Greene’s narrating voice) matches its procedures,
ordering his life and thought around the principles and language of surveillance in order to avoid
notice or capture. Greene also includes repeated moments of memory — dreams and secrets that
Castle locks within himself. If The Sound and the Fury and Tender Is the Night follow voices
who balk at and push against institutional changes, The Human Factor poses a different question,
one that turns in an almost ethical direction: Given that the institutional forces that saturate and
drive late modern life cannot be halted or fought, how might it be possible to salvage some

interiority from within them?

In a sense, David Foster Wallace’s posthumously published novel-fragment The Pale
King (the topic of Chapter 4), contains multitudes. Where each of the previous chapters deals
with a small set of characters or narrative techniques, The Pale King consumes all of them:
dozens of narrating characters; first-person, externalized, and free-indirect voices; and a central
institutional structure (the IRS) that involves all four of Giddens institutional dimensions of
modernity (capitalism, technology, information-control, and police power). Moreover, Wallace
includes intense and nested reflexivity at levels both personal and institutional. Chapter 4 follows
the novel’s voices as they move from reflexive self-consciousness at purely personal levels, to
characters who attempt to mediate between themselves and their institution, and finally to the
institution itself, caught in the throes of its own reflexive movement (a redefinition of the IRS
and its main operational methods). If the novel’s narrative structure seems disconnected and
hypertrophied, it stems from Wallace’s attempt to craft a fictional representation of an

institutional structure too large and socially diffuse to be captured in a single voice, and to
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include voices capable of expressing concerns or articulating questions (political, ethical,
metaphysical, existential, psychological) that the institution’s actions prompt. And for Wallace,
in answer to Greene’s question, the examination of extreme institutional complexity and
reflexivity engenders a return (newly informed, of course) to a lower level of collective

organization.

V1. Closing Reflections and Open Questions

So, if we look back over the process outlined above, this dissertation might be said to
trace a pattern of convergent evolution between modernity’s institutional structures and the
narrative voice that represents, interrogates, and responds to them. It begins with Faulkner’s
bifurcated voices, a narrative space that struggles to unify nascent languages with older modes of
identity, thus keeping the two separate. As we move into the more modern landscape of Tender
Is the Night, the narratives of psychology and class are matched by a more sophisticated
narrative voice that internalizes the struggle between institutional forces; splitting, shifting, and
realigning entirely within the space of a single narrating perspective. Later, in The Human
Factor, when the institutions themselves grow more complex and reflexive in their structures and
more extensive in their operational reach, we find a voice that matches this operation by
retreating ever-further into the interior — working to open (and at times even create) new depths,
new spaces for privacy and agency within the self. Finally, in Wallace we encounter an
institutional space and narrating apparatus so large and nested that they turn back upon
themselves entirely. And is this pattern of involution likely explains why Wallace — whose text
includes essentially a reductio ad absurdum of Greene’s case — turns in a different direction,

back toward a combination of the ethical and political.
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In another sense, this dissertation might be viewed as a narrative of the individual’s
struggle with impersonal institutional forces in a late modern setting, with an implicit argument
for the value of narrative fiction in that milieu. The tools of a psychologically and socially
informed narrative theory prove particularly useful here. By at once following individual minds
and recognizing their frequent control by (or membership in) social minds, it highlights the ways
in which literature, operating in a late modern landscape where the previous anchors of
subjectivity and agency (religion, national identity, class status, religious belief) have been
stripped away, stages the encounter between persons and systems in a phenomenologically rich
manner. Though sociological descriptions or non-fiction narratives might provide a more
veridical account, only fictional narrative remains capable of representing social minds in a way
that both highlights their permeability to social and institutional forces and traces their internal
reactions to those forces (I think here of the “Dicole” voice followed in Chapter 2; no other form
of description would be able to represent such an entity without recourse to the tools of fictional
narration). If there is a purpose the literary might serve here, it would seem to be acting as a
leading edge for other disciplines, throwing light onto the presence of social and institutional

relations not previously studied, and thus opening the way for other modes of questioning.
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CHAPTER ONE

Jason Compson’s Invisible Life: Finance, lllocution, and Self-Deception in The
Sound and the Fury

The importance of language for the development of culture lies in the fact that, in language, man
juxtaposed to the one world another world of his own, a place which he thought so sturdy that from it he
could move the rest of the world from its foundations and make himself lord over it...The shaper of
language was not so modest as to think that he was only giving things labels; rather, he imagined that he
was expressing the highest knowledge of things with words...Very belatedly (only now) is it dawning on
men that in their belief in language they have propagated a monstrous error.

-Friedrich Nietzsche, Human, All too Human
I. Desires Become Words

In the second chapter of The Sound and the Fury, while wandering south of Boston on
June 2nd, 1910, Quentin Compson encounters three young boys fishing at a stream, who chatter

excitedly about the prospect of catching a famed local trout:

Then they all talked at once, their voices insistent and contradictory and impatient,
making of unreality a possibility, then a probability, then an incontrovertible fact, as

people will when their desires become words. (Faulkner, Sound 75).

While the linguistic process Quentin ascribes to the children recalls obviously his own obsessive
re-narration of his experiences with his sister Caddy*, the verbal patterns he notes have a closer
textual parallel in the speech of another Compson brother: Jason. The words Faulkner employs to
describe the boys’ conversation each point to characteristics most associated with Jason: It is
Jason who insists upon the authority of his views and station, Jason who relies on half-digested

stereotypical “probabilities” in his reasoning, and Jason whose impatient and contradictory

4 Ross and Polk note this connection: “Quentin inadvertently describes his own attempt to eliminate Caddy’s lovers
from her past...by telling his father” (104). As does Kinney: “[the boys’] pattern is a paradigm for [Quentin’s] own
mental process” (146).
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actions lead him to financial and personal ruin. Understanding the deeper thematic line indicated

by this episode will require some wider context.

Quentin’s description maps onto both his and his brother’s narratives because the two
Compson men grapple with a common problem, one best articulated by Allan Tate in his 1936
jeremiad against the industrializing South, “What Is A Traditional Society?.”®> Drawing on
Eliot’s “A Game of Chess,” Tate argues that the modern West has rejected both the “higher
myth” of religion and the “lower myth” of traditional social structures.® Further, because they
have rejected their guiding myths, inhabitants of the modern South have lost the capacity for
“human action”: “it means that they are no longer capable of defining a human objective...that
they capitulate from their human role to a series of pragmatic conquests which, taken alone, are
true only in some other world than that inhabited by men” (384-5). The decline of these
institutions deprives modern persons of a traditional background (a network of meanings) that
would provide their actions with meaning and order, leaving only immediate gratification —

physical or financial - in its place.’

Whatever their distance from Eliot’s London, both Jason and Quentin confront a version of the
challenge Tate articulates: finding sources of order and significance for “human action” in an
ideologically unstable modern world. Quentin’s response is both overt and tragic: Unable to
impose his nineteenth-century values upon other characters by entreaty or violence, he collapses

within himself, escaping into Tate’s “other world” of memory and fantasy, and eventually takes

% “manners, religions, morals, codes” (Tate 384).

" Here | employ John Searle’s sense of institutions as social phenomena that create deontic powers (rights, duties,
obligations, requirements) [Searle, Making 91]. For Searle, informal or normative social hierarchies fall within this
category. Central to both brothers’ narratives is the disappearance of a hierarchy that guaranteed such deontic
relations.
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his own life. Where the sensitive Quentin agonizes over the gap between his desires and the
actions available to him,® his brother denies it altogether. Jason makes words themselves into the
primary medium for his actions, employing a range of different speech acts and performative
objects to impose his will on both the world around him and the unsatisfactory aspects of
himself. If Quentin’s monologue records a gradual retreat from an encroaching cultural tide,
Jason’s represents a refusal of it. Jason attempts to shape his world through his implacable will
and relentless assertion. Lacking the economic security and traditional social hierarchy that

guaranteed the authority of his ancestors, Jason aspires to a kind of autochthony.®

In this essay, | draw on resources in the philosophy of language, mind, and action to unpack the
formal connections linking the major domains of Jason’s activity: financial, social, and
psychological. Because Faulkner in this novel explores the relation between saying and doing, |
have turned primarily to two philosophers who have pursued the same question in their domain:
J.L. Austin and John Searle. Since speech act theory assumes that linguistic utterances and
objects can carry social agency, applying it here allows us to delineate the multiple, reticulated
levels of action on which Jason operates. Searle’s granular taxonomy of illocutionary acts, in
particular, proves well-suited to decoding the inner life of a man who takes such pains to veil his
actions in words. My central claim will be that Jason can best be understood as a performer, in
both verbal and social terms. Rather than passive verbal or psychological habits, Jason’s patterns

of speech and thought comprise deliberate strategies for action — active attempts to shape himself

8 “the difference between contemplation and action, telling and doing....” (Kartiganer 626)

® Pippin defines a belief in autonomy as the central feature of the modernist ideal: a desire to “regulate and
evaluate...beliefs by rational self-reflection,” to “rule” one’s own thoughts and actions (12). Moreover, the modern
version of autonomy is distinguished by a belief in the subject’s “self-grounding” (autochthony): The positioning of
individual will as the ultimate arbiter of value, the justification for all actions. Jason, through his incessant use of
finance’s rational vocabulary, and his technique of relentless illocutionary assertion, manifests a belief in both
features.
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and his circumstances. While Jason is often described as the simplest or “sanest” of the Compson
brothers, attending to the subtly intentional qualities of his monologue can reveal additional

layers of psychological and textual complexity, as well as clarify the connections between them.

Though he prides himself on his ability to “say” things directly, Jason’s speech acts tend
toward the equivocal, the subtly coercive: Irony, evasion, and indirect speech. In his moments of
genuine assertion, by contrast, Jason draws on voices that derive authority from repetition,
reciting Southern stereotypes and nativist clichés. Jason’s use of assertion and indirect speech,
along with his constant appeals to stereotypes, undergirds his accompanying social performance:
To achieve his desired identity, Jason must balance between sets of social poles, modernizer and
traditionalist, financial speculator and aristocrat, Bascomb and Compson; to the extent that Jason
maintains such balance, he does so through speech acts. Understanding Jason’s monologue as an
extended attempt to act through words permits a deeper and more synoptic account of his
character than currently exists. Redefining the extended rant that comprises Jason’s section as a
series of verbal and social actions has several advantages: It reveals the hidden affective
dimension of his complex financial gambits, clarifies the reasoning behind his inconsistent
actions and psychological fixations, and provides a clearer picture of his family relations.
Although Jason is often read as reacting mechanically to external circumstances,® I will argue
that his narrative represents a deliberate, sophisticated attempt to achieve a vision of personal

autonomy by imposing order on himself and his environment.

I1. Jason and Performance

10 “Jason cannot grasp the larger cultural circumstances responsible for so much of his suffering, so he strikes out at
whoever happens to be handy” (Matthews, Sound 63-4).
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By April 1928, the time of Jason’s narration, the Compson family has been in social and
economic free fall for several generations. As Faulkner writes in the 1946 Appendix, the
Compson family in the nineteenth century produces a governor, a Brigadier general, and the
founder of Jefferson (206). If Jason’s dipsomaniacal father achieves no such accolades, he is at
least intelligent and, in his way, devoted to his children — he gives Quentin advice, treats Benjy
with affection, and takes in Caddy’s bastard daughter without question. By the time of Jason’s
narrative, the Compsons seem to have completed their devolution: Quentin has died, Benjy
remains prisoner to his autism, Caddy has run off, and Miss Quentin has begun to repeat the
pattern set by her mother. In addition, the family land holdings have dwindled to a house and
servant cabin, the rest sold off to pay for Caddy’s ill-fated wedding, Quentin’s sole year at
Harvard, and ensuing funeral expenses. Despite the family’s reduced state by the time of Jason’s
narrative, though, he maintains an uneasy connection with the earlier Compsons: He fervently
desires the prestige once commanded by his last name, yet needs to distance himself from the
rest of his “doomed” family. Jason fulfills these contradictory desires by means of an uneasy

verbal balancing act, the mechanics of which are central for understanding his thought-process.

Although Jason is, by this time, a mere clerk in a country hardware store, and therefore
lacks the land holdings and social connections that established his forefathers as members of the
Mississippi plantocracy, he takes care to emphasize the continuity between himself and the class
of his ancestors. Lacking a material basis for his social status, Jason substitutes a verbal one
through a doubled performance that has both social and linguistic valences. The philosopher J.L.
Austin defines performative utterances as statements in which speakers “are doing
something...rather than reporting” on a pre-existing set of facts (13). Examples of these would

include apologies, curses, promises, and baptisms. Performative utterances aim to create facts —
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making new realities, rather than describing those that already exist. Prior to unpacking the
complex role of performatives in Jason’s monologue, some further theoretical clarification is in

order.

In his Harvard lectures, Austin makes an initial division between performative and
constative (or propositional) utterances, which he then expands into initial categories of speech
acts. ! Austin’s basic taxonomy, in turn, finds itself expanded in the work of his pupil, John
Searle. Focusing on Austin’s notion of the illocutionary act,'? Searle’s more encompassing
project involves redefining all speech as a subset of human action (SA 17). To clarify the
distinction between the two men’s views: Whereas Austin limits the concept of the performative
or illocutionary to a set of verbs, Searle expands it to include all spoken sentences — a set of acts.
For Searle, “Making a statement is as much performing an illocutionary act as making a
promise,” and thus, “any utterance will consist in performing one or more illocutionary acts”
(EM 18). On this account, my stating that the time is now 5:28 PM is as legitimate an action as
throwing a football or declaring war on Moldova. However, merely uttering a sentence will not
guarantee an action’s success?3; felicitous utterances must take place under conditions of
sincerity, preparation, content, and linguistic competency. As a result, speech acts may (to
borrow Austin’s term) “misfire” in numerous ways, and Jason’s chapters provide an object

lesson in such infelicities.

% In his eighth lecture, Austin further delineates this division into locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary acts
(How, 94-104). For present purposes, though, | have chosen to adhere to Searle’s more fine-grained and systematic
taxonomy of speech acts, particularly the illocutionary.

12 The aforementioned performative, distinct from the utterance itself (locutionary) and the actions the illocution
induces listeners to take (perlocutionary). Hereafter, | will follow Searle in employing ‘performative’ and
‘illocutionary’ interchangeably.

13 The utterance “I hereby declare war in the name of Transdniestria!” has no effective illocutionary force if uttered
by me from my breakfast table in California; an entire network of beliefs, desires, and circumstances needs to be in
place, first.
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Austin’s notion of the performative proves central for understanding Jason’s thinking
because such utterances underlie many of his speech patterns. The majority of Jason’s actions
take place within the verbal domain, and thus attending to the illocutionary details of these (often
defective) speech acts provides a window into his psychology. The underlying performative

informs Jason’s voice as soon as he speaks:

Once a bitch always a bitch, what | say. | says you’re lucky if her playing out of school is
all that worries you. | says she ought to be down there in that kitchen right now, instead
of up there in her room, gobbing paint on her face and waiting for six niggers that cant
even stand up out of a chair unless they’ve got a pan full of bread and meat to balance

them, to fix breakfast for her. (113) [my italics]

“Once a bitch always a bitch,” would be a propositional statement (albeit a trivially true
one), if taken at face value. Instead, Jason appends the attributive clause “I say,” which marks his
first sentence as an illocutionary attempt. Drawing on Searle’s taxonomy, we can identify it as an
assertive — a speech act that expresses a personal belief and thus involves “the interest of the
speaker” as much as its propositional content (EM 12-13). Further, the profusion of such
attributive clauses in this small section of prose, particularly given their close proximity to one
another, indicates another aspect of Jason’s attitude: Uncertain of his status as speaker, unsure
that his listeners will take him seriously, Jason asserts himself constantly (“1 say. | says”).'* This
verbal habit highlights another contextual feature of his chosen illocutionary act: As Amélie
Rorty writes, an assertion of this kind serves as “an affirmation in response to a doubt....”(390).

That these assertive locutions mark Jason’s narration throughout the novel’s third chapter

14 Serious worthy of note here is Lewis Layman’s observation that Jason shares this verbal habit with another of
modernism’s verbal tyrants, the narrator of the “Cyclops” chapter in Joyce’s Ulysses: “...the repetition of the word
‘I’ tenders the self-preoccupation of [both] narrators, who are unable to transcend their own egotism” (64).

27



intimates both a pervasive insecurity about his own speech and an accompanying desire to force
his beliefs onto the world around him. Rorty identifies such incantatory illocutions as a common
habit of self-deceivers: “there is some sense in which [the self-deceiver] hopes to make what he
says come true by saying it often and in the right circumstances, to make it not only a
description, but a way of transforming himself” (392). Jason resorts to incantation, as though
repeating a few phrases might propel his social standing upward like Baron Miinchausen rising
from the swamp. The self-transformational aspect of these statements is buttressed by another
fact: For all their apparently public character, many of Jason’s posturing assertions take place
internally.®® The performative character of Jason’s narrative, though, extends far beyond the

inclusion of a few nervous attributive clauses.

In addition to the aforementioned attributives, Jason’s opening monologue contains
another illocutionary strategy: It encodes a number of implicit references intended to suggest his
elevated social position. According to Thadious Davis, the traditional “job of the head of a
Southern aristocratic family was to provide food,” for both family and servants. As a result, “the
bounty of his table was indicative of his economic and social status” (140). Providing such
sustenance would have been a particularly difficult task during the 1920s, when the boll weevil
infestation “swept through the South unchecked,” devastating American cotton production
(Giesen xi). In light of these facts, Jason’s humorous barb toward his servants, “six niggers who
cant even stand up out of a chair unless they’ve got a pan full of bread and meat to balance
them,” takes on an added valence of pride; Jason may be complaining, but in doing so he also
implicitly asserts his socioeconomic status. Significantly, boasts and complaints comprise a

subset of Searle’s assertive class of illocutionary acts, one distinguished by its close connection

15 As Matthews writes, Jason’s monologue is “no public performance” (The Play..., 103).
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to the speaker’s interests and identity (EM 13). Whatever irritation Jason feels because of his
servants, they serve an important symbolic role for the would-be plantocrat: allowing him to
complain “like a hard-pressed plantation owner” (Matthews, Sound 103). Jason’s gripes, then,
constitute an illocutionary method for aligning himself with the plantocracy: By adopting the
grievances of “plantation owners,” Jason aligns his “interests” with theirs. However, Jason’s
repeated employment of this strategy forces it into infelicity. As with the profusion of attributive
clauses in his first sentences, Jason’s continual complaints about his “kitchen full of niggers”
(116,117, 119,144), suggest more anxiety than pride — performative utterances being a poor

substitute for external facts.

Nonetheless, the tacit social boast contained in Jason’s complaints about his “niggers”
proves indicative of a larger pattern in his behavior, one that supervenes heavily on a prior
network of social meanings. Jason’s entire being — his actions, his way of thinking, his relation
to the residents of Jefferson — can be understood as an extended and flawed performance of
gender and class assumptions. Whereas the previous heads of the Compson family had land
holdings, education, and an entire network of widely-held patriarchal attitudes to ensure their
socio-economic and gender identities, Jason can only attempt to establish this gender-role
through what Butler terms, “a stylized repetition of acts” for an audience consisting of the
people of Jefferson (519). Lacking material signifiers of the socio-economic identity he so
desires, Jason assays to replace them with a pattern of verbal insistence. As a result, all of the
distinguishing linguistic features of Jason’s monologue — his attributives, his assertions, his
interactions, refusals, and even his financial activities — are characteristic of the person he wants
to be; the *he’ whom he would project onto the world. As Ross states, “For all his egotism

[Jason] does not respect himself; he respects only what he believes he could become” (“Jason”
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243). Significantly, the identity to which he aspires exists in a conscious tension with the brute
facts of Jason’s life, a tension which drives him to irrational action and psychological
inconsistency. However, before examining the problems of Jason’s performed self, | should first

adumbrate some of its main features.

As indicated by his complaints and use of the attributive “I say,” Jason’s illocutionary
strategies all serve to assert the importance of the Compson family (and himself) within the
social structure of Jefferson. Jason’s concern for public opinion emerges with particular force
when he first threatens Miss Quentin: “’Everybody in this town knows what you are. But | won’t
have it anymore, you hear? | don’t care what you do, myself,” I says. ‘But I’ve got a position in
this town and I’m not going to have any member of my family going on like a nigger wench.
You hear me?’” (119). Anxious about the declining reputation of the Compson family, Jason
attempts to counteract the familial slide via a complex set of speech acts: he insists upon his
social standing in the town because he can adduce no evidence for it beyond his own assertions.
Further, he asserts his dominance over his niece by aligning her with another marginal group,
black women, and implying threat of physical violence, “If | hear one more time that you haven’t
been to school, you’ll wish you were in hell” (119). Here, Faulkner introduces another of
Jason’s favored linguistic tools — indirect speech acts. On Searle’s definition, in indirect speech
acts, “illocutionary force indicators for one kind of illocutionary act can be uttered to perform, in
addition, another type of illocutionary act” (EM 30). In this case, the act of warning “If |

hear...you’ll wish you were in hell,” carries the additional illocutionary force of a threat

16 Indirect speech serves as the primary medium for Jason’s interactions with Miss Quentin, a pattern | explore
further in Section I11.
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(presumably of physical violence). As with his assertions and boasts, Jason’s indirect threats here

attest to his desire to make words do.

Openly defied by the socially inferior inhabitants of his own house (Miss Quentin,
Dilsey), Jason struggles to maintain his authority through assertion and intimidation. Similarly,
with the other residents of Jefferson, Jason strains to maintain a verbal connection to the family
past: “I says my people owned slaves here when you were all running little shirt tail country
stores and farming land no nigger would look at on shares” (149). Here, again, Jason insists upon
his social status by appealing to values of an older order (slave ownership). However, in a
Jefferson dominated by the likes of the Snopes family, such appeals have a fading currency, at

best.

Conscious of Jefferson’s evolving social values, Jason responds by playing the part of the
businessman, interlacing his speech and thought with commerce’s illocutionary vocabulary of
declarations, contracts, and promises.!’ Desperate to define himself as a capitalist, Jason attempts
to do so by “maniacally interpreting and evaluating every event in terms of its monetary
significance” (Matthews, Play 102). When driving Miss Quentin to school, for example, he
recalls instantly the exact cost of her textbooks from the previous autumn (118). Later, he
chastises a customer for buying a low-priced hame strap instead of a more expensive alternative;
the customer’s explanation that the remaining “fifteen cents will buy...a snack of dinner,” has no
purchase on Jason, who sees all value as reducible to economic utility (123). Jason’s monetary
calculus extends further, to his family relations: When he encounters the exiled Caddy at their

father’s funeral, Jason assumes she has returned for the only reason he can conceive — to claim

17 The 1920s saw the emergence of a new group of Southern bourgeois, the Progressives, who identified themselves
more by business and material gains than family history (Railey 62).
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her inheritance: “’...you needn’t have come back. There’s not anything left’” (127). Shortly
thereafter, he frames her request to see her estranged daughter in investment terms, protesting
that he “run[s] more risk” than his sister because she has “nothing at stake” (131). This moment
of negotiation is particularly revealing for Jason’s perspective: Jason stands to lose no money in
showing his niece to her mother — instead, the “risk” to which he refers involves an implicit
equation of social value with monetary price. The thousand dollars that Caddy promises him are
weighed against the social cost of having his mother or the citizens of Jefferson discover her
presence — events which would incur no capital loss but would further damage the Compson
family’s social standing in the town. This unspoken equation of social position with monetary
value will surface later, in connection with Jason’s financial machinations, through which he

attempts to restore both his family’s lost wealth and their erstwhile social position.

Jason’s use of financial jargon provides him with a frame for coping with the world, and
his use of the insistent “I say” a method for asserting himself into it; building on these tactics, his
most ambitious illocutionary strategy - the constant deployment of stereotypes - combines both
functions. Jason utilizes stereotypes to guide his thinking, and asserts those stereotypes
continually as a means of forcing them onto the surrounding social world. While his deployment
of racist and sexist clichés appears to be mere recitation, Jason delivers them in the tone
calculated to lend authority to his other assertions: “Like | say the only place for them is in the
field, where they’d have to work from sunup to sundown. They cant stand prosperity or an easy

job” [my italics] (156).* Such stereotypes are a mode of knowledge well-suited to Jason.

18 In the syntax and authoritative tone of these pronouncements, Jason echoes his father’s gnomic nihilism, e.g.
“...victory is an illusion of philosophers and fools” (48).
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According to Bhabha, “stereotype...is a form of knowledge and identification that
vacillates between what is always “in place,” already known, and something that must be
anxiously repeated...as if the...bestial sexual license of the African that needs no proof can
never, in discourse, be proved” (18). The central ambivalence of stereotypes, between the
“fixed” character of their underlying knowledge-claim and the equally powerful anxiety that this
“knowledge” might lose its authority, produces a characteristic discursive pattern: continual
repetition that produces a sense of “probabilistic truth” (18). That Jason draws upon this
probability is indicated by the sheer number and variety of groups he targets with stereotypes on
April 6.2 Lacking any historical or empirical evidence to justify these clichéd judgments that

saturate his speech and thought, Jason instead turns, as elsewhere, to repetition.

For all their apparent vapidity, Jason’s constant appeals to stereotypic “knowledge” in
fact constitute an attempt to circumvent the strictures of illocutionary logic. Based on their
surface features, Jason’s stereotype-utterances fall within the assertive class of speech acts and
have what Searle calls a word-to-world direction of fit, meaning they “are supposed...to match
an independently existing world” (Intentionality 7). However, Jason’s method of continual
incantation, along with the appeal to the “probabilistic truth” that Bhabha identifies, serves to
reverse the illocutionary force of his utterances. By drawing on the “force of ambivalence”
underlying stereotypes, Jason shifts his assertives’ direction of fit so that the world appears to
“[match] the propositional content of the speech act” (Intentionality 7). While nothing Jason does
guarantees the felicity of these reversed assertives,? his deployment of this illocutionary strategy

attempts to provide the external world with the static quality of his basic concept system: Jason

19 Here is an incomplete list: blacks, women, Jews, bankers, Northerners, farmers, small businessmen, college
professors, college students, clergy, golfers, the mentally ill, Ford cars, and the New York Yankees.

20 1t seems doubtful that Jason’s assertives would carry much force except when heard by those who share his
background assumptions and beliefs, what Searle calls the “Network” (Intentionality 141).
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tries to “fix” the world in place through speech acts (Bhabha 18). Like the boys that Quentin
encounters in 1910, Jason would make “a probability” into an “incontrovertible fact” (75). Such
fixation would thus maintain the institutional structure that Jason prizes: The social and racial
hierarchies of the pre-industrial South. Rather than lower-class “paranoia,” Jason’s assertive

repetition of stereotypes constitutes a strategy for maintaining the institutional world around him.

The aggressive quality of the speech-patterns outlined so far, Jason’s assertives and
stereotypes, also links him back to his older brother. Earlier in the novel, after the revelation of
Caddy’s pregnancy, Quentin conjures an incest fable to cover it up: “and Il tell you how it was
I tell father then itll have to be...Ill make you say we did Im stronger than you Il make you
know we did you thought it was them but it was me listen | fooled you all the time” (94). Here,
Quentin’s address progresses from entreaty (“and Ill tell you™) to threat (“Im stronger”) to
writing-over (“you thought it was them but it was me”); Quentin acts as if mere utterance would
alter the past, could over-write Caddy’s memory. Quentin’s private illocutionary revisions of
Caddy’s pregnancy thus mirror Jason’s public attempts to revise the social world through his
speech acts; both men “need to alter an unbearable reality through language” (Kartiganer, The

Fragile Thread 13).

As it does for his older brother, Jason’s strategy of verbal assertion has deeper
implications for his relationships and inner life. Stereotypes allow a claim to knowledge of others
(in Jason’s case, practically every person he encounters), but it forecloses other, more human,
avenues of connection. Cavell is useful here: “A “failure to know’ might just mean an absence of
something, a blank. A “failure to acknowledge’ is the presence of something, a confusion, an
indifference, a callousness...Spiritual emptiness” (264). Jason’s mode of coping with the world

(his arsenal of illocutionary acts) permits any number of knowledge or status assertions, but it
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precludes empathetic connection. Jason’s insistence on viewing everyone around him as
flattened, subhuman caricatures has the added effect of making him the only acknowledged
person in his world. Tracing out the implications of his illocutionary patterns reveals Jason to be
a solipsist, as trapped by his conceptual armature as Quentin is by his depression or Benjy by his

autism.?

To recapitulate: Reviewing Jason’s monologue reveals a social performance of identity
predicated on a set of illocutionary patterns. Desperate to maintain his family’s plantocratic
status but lacking material means to do so, Jason turns to verbal tools. To control those he would
keep socially inferior, he uses threats and insinuation; to counterbalance his family’s economic
decline, he adopts the vocabulary of commerce; to combat the encroachment of the modern
economy, he avers stereotypes of an older age; and, most centrally, he asserts his own
importance incessantly. Taken together, these illocutionary strategies (along with his adopted
tone) allow Jason to act entirely through his words, maintaining his desired identity through a
“stylized repetition of [speech] acts” (Butler 519). Having adumbrated the main features of
Jason’s monologue and desired persona, we can now examine how the other aspects of Jason’s

life and language destabilize that persona.

I11. Irony, Instability, Innuendo

Jason works hard to project an image of himself as the hyper-masculine scion of a
declining aristocratic house who, via personal wisdom and a brilliant financial strategy, will
restore the rightful fortunes of the Compson clan: “if the family fortune has bled away through

neglect,” Jason plans to “...win it all back” (Matthews, Sound 72). However, both Jason’s

2L Even his family is reduced to mere cliché — Benjy becomes “the great American Gelding” (165), Miss Quentin a
“slut,” and his mother merely a “woman”
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actions and the social realities of Jefferson work to undercut this performed identity and its
underlying verbal strategies. In fact, much of the novel’s humor derives from watching Jason
struggle to maintain his performed perspective in the face of mounting evidence of its
inauthenticity and internal contradictions. In his struggle, Jason resembles Richard Rorty’s
ironist, who realizes that the conceptual vocabulary she uses to understand the world is merely
provisional (Contingency 73). However, unlike Richard Rorty’s more reflective ironist, Jason
fails to acknowledge such limitations to his viewpoint, even when he encounters them head-on;
instead, he intensifies his illocutionary assault, reasserting his views with greater force. It is his
stubborn refusal to cope with the failures of his concept-system that proves to be Jason’s

undoing. %

The most prominent of these psychological inconsistencies arises from the complex
illocutionary strategy Jason employs to cope with his family. While he takes great pride in being
the patriarch of the aristocratic Compson house, that family’s legacy and Jason’s relation to it,
are deeply problematic. Benjy and Quentin’s sections establish the younger Jason as the family
outsider — a petulant middle child and tattle-tale who is “denied” the “warmth of family
affection” that exists between the other Compson siblings and their father (Wagner 258). As his
father favored the other siblings over him, the adult Jason hedges his pride in upholding the
Compson name with a series of indirect speech acts, verbal barbs directed at the other Compson

males:

Well, Jason likes work. I says no | never had university advantages because at Harvard

they teach you how to go for a swim at night without knowing how to swim and at

22 Stephen Ross writes that Jason is partly modeled on the Southern comic character Sut Luvingood but
conspicuously lacks “Sut’s most redeeming trait — the ability to laugh at himself” (“Jason” 245).
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Sewanee they dont even teach you what water is. | says you might send me to the state
University; maybe I’ll learn how to stop my clock with a nose spray and then you can
send Ben to the Navy | says or the cavalry, anyway, they use geldings in the cavalry.

(123)

Here, Jason makes sarcastic references to his own earning power, Quentin’s suicide, his father’s
alcoholism, and Benjy’s castration, along with an implicit dig at the value of public university
education (“stop my clock with a nose spray”). These references represent another instance of
Jason’s indirect illocutionary acts, this time with a dual purpose: First, Jason’s allusions
communicate propositional content concerning each of the men mentioned. Second, and more
importantly, this moment shows Jason “implicating a meaning” (Pinker, Novak, and Lee 835),
negotiating his position among Compson men: Unable to demonstrate his superiority to them in
any other way, Jason does so through implication.? Although such remarks might look like
ordinary bitterness, for a character who defines himself through verbal performances, they carry
a special weight. Jason’s doubled verbal strategy to assert (via his brothers and father while still
preserving the Compson family “face” (Pinker, Novak, and Lee 833) and insisting on his own

quality as a laborer (*Jason likes work™).

However, as Jason is loath to admit to himself, this “work” as a lowly clerk in a country
store distances him further from the Compson “governors and generals” (48) he admires and
aligns him instead with the other branch of his lineage, a family whose members share a
penchant for verbal and social performance. Socially inferior to the plantocrat Compsons, the

lower-class Bascombs are represented by Caroline Compson and her dissolute brother, Maury.

23 Jason’s hostile indirect speech here mirrors the implied hostility of his interactions with Miss Quentin
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Caroline, more attached to Jason than to her other children, takes pains to identify him with the
maternal line through her own repeated illocutionary assertives, “’Because you are a Bascomb,
despite your name’” (115). Later, Jason tricks her into burning his forged version of Caddy’s
check by playing on such family pride, prompting her to declare that “’We Bascombs need
nobody’s charity’” (138). Here and elsewhere, Caroline iterates an illocutionary pattern
established by her son, insisting on the truth of her assertives, as if her speech acts themselves

could re-shape biological and social realities.

Beyond these patterns of counter-factual assertion, Caroline and Jason also share an
attachment to the social performances that their assertives sustain. On April 8, Mrs. Compson
refuses to cash Caddy’s monthly check for Miss Quentin, effectively keeping her granddaughter
(and her family) in poverty; she does so while insisting, with a theatrical flourish, that she “[has]
no pride”(137) and does so for the good of Miss Quentin(138). Caroline’s attachment to
ritualistic social performances recalls Butler’s definition of gender identity as a “stylized
repetition of acts”: Anxious to maintain her (increasingly tenuous) status as plantocrat matriarch,
Caroline supplements her illocutionary acts with exaggerated social gestures. For example, when
she catches a 15 year-old Caddy Kissing a boy, Caroline enacts an exaggerated mourning ritual,
donning a black veil and refusing to speak for a day (144). To extend the logic of Linda Wagner-
Martin’s assessment, “Mrs. Compson make no pretense at being a mother, or even a woman: she
is a lady” (267) in much the same sense that her son is a gentleman. Both characters enact social
identities through a combination of illocutionary acts and social gestures, clinging to fading

class-identities in the face of rapidly altering social realities.

If Jason’s associations with his mother and Bascomb uncle merely suggest the

unrecognized contradictions at the center of his social performance, then his relationships with
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the other two women in his family — Caddy and Miss Quentin — reveal those inconsistencies
unequivocally. Jason begins April 6, 1928 by moralizing and physically threatening niece for
skipping school: “”Now,’ | says, ‘I want to know what you mean, playing out of school and
telling your grandmother lies and forging her name on your report and worrying her sick. What
do you mean by it?’” (116). However, truancy aside, the crimes Jason accuses Miss Quentin of
here, forging Caroline’s name and lying to her, are precisely those he will commit that afternoon
when embezzling another of Caddy’s checks. To Jason’s mind, his insincere speech acts derive

their moral legitimacy from an earlier infelicity — Caddy and Herbert Head’s broken promise.

An instance of Jason’s monthly embezzlement forms another of April 6, 1928’s central
actions, and it reveals the etiology of his relations to women, money, and illocutionary
preferences.?* Each month, when Caddy sends support checks for Miss Quentin, Jason forges
copies of them for Caroline to ritualistically burn (141-2). To Jason, his cycle of forgery and
theft constitutes not crime, but recompense for a violated informal contract from Caddy and
Herbert Head; his niece and the checks “merely [symbolize] the job in the bank of which he had
been deprived before he even got it” (190). Miss Quentin here recalls two illocutionary acts that
have determined the course of Jason’s adult life: Caddy’s broken promise of marital fidelity to
Herbert Head, and Head’s corresponding guarantee of employment for Jason, both of which fall
into Searle’s “commissive” category of illocutionary acts.

The simultaneous failure of these informal commissives (broken promises) marks a
turning point in Jason’s thinking about language, knowledge, and action — in Austin’s words “the

occurrence of a piece of human testimony radically alters [his] situation” (“Other Minds” 154).

Given the importance that illocutionary acts hold for Jason (they comprise the primary medium

24 For Jason, these three categories are never wholly separate
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for his own actions), these defective commissives carry a greater emotional significance than
broken promises ordinarily should: For him, they amount to betrayal. Having been “deprived”
because he trusted others’ intentions and avowals of sincerity, the only language Jason chooses
to trust now is that of externalized, financial commitment — written contracts and money.
Crucially, US currency at this point in history (prior to the revocation of the gold standard),
consisted of what Searle terms “contract money,” with each bill representing the government’s
promise to pay the bearer of such notes upon demand ( Searle, Mind 126).2° The symbolic
valences of the stolen funds, thus, extend far beyond what Faulkner states openly.

To recall my earlier points, finance forms the lodestone of Jason’s performed self — he
adopts the air of a businessman and frames everything in finance’s vocabulary of price, risk, loss,
and gain. As Matthews writes, Jason’s focus on finance “seeks...to establish an order for his life
that differs from the disorder Caddy causes in Quentin’s” (The Play 92). And on the surface, this
focus appears to work: When upset after seeing Caddy at Quentin’s funeral, Jason turns to his
hoarded currency for solace: “...so | counted the money again that night and put it away, and |
didn’t feel so bad” (129).2% However, Jason’s focus on money as a way of avoiding Caddy’s
destructive sexuality actually draws him back into it. Jason knows the source of the funds he
takes from his sister: When she offers him a thousand dollars for Miss Quentin, he taunts her: “’I
know how you’ll get [the money],” | says. “You’ll get it the same way you got her’”(131). Here,
Jason commits another of his indirect illocutions, allowing the implied acknowledgement of

Caddy’s sexual activities to hang, unspoken, between his two assertives. Significantly, such an

2 The connection between banknotes and gold is particularly obvious for Jason: When demanding money from
Caddy at their Father’s funeral, he notices that she clutches “two or three yellow ones” — gold certificates (128).

%6 This association between counting money and relief likely has its roots in Jason’s upbringing. Earlier in the novel,
Mr. Compson advises Quentin that “counting pennies has healed more scars than jesus” (113).
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implication only functions on the basis of “mutually shared background information” between
Caddy and Jason; in this case, their tacit, mutual recognition of her sexual activity (Searle, EM
32). Jason prefers to view the bills he counts as purely symbolic, representing the promise of
treasury gold or imagined achievements from his lost banking career, but the unvoiced speech
act at the center of this transactional scene says otherwise: Jason’s notes remain stained by

Caddy’s prostitution.

The realization that Jason’s hoarded cash is the product of Caddy’s marketed body
exposes further instabilities in the self-image that he so prizes. Jason prides himself on his
physical and financial power over women, relations he sees emblematized in his interactions
with his prostitute, Lorraine: “l never promise a woman anything nor let her know what I’m
going to give her. That’s the only way to manage them. Always keep them guessing. If you can’t
think of any other way to surprise them, give them a bust in the jaw” (122). However, the
revelation that Jason has systematically defrauded his niece of her remittances means that the
majority of funds accrued in the Compson household over the previous fifteen years, and likely
all of the money underwriting his sexual and financial excursions, has come from Caddy. Jason’s
assertions of virility and absurd claims to “stand” on his “own feet,” thus represent more of his
counter-factual illocutionary arsenal. In this case, the exaggerated masculinity of his assertive
illocutions matches his desperation to disavow the reality of his personal finances. It comes as
little surprise, then, that Jason burns all of Caddy’s notes: “I make it a rule never to keep a scrap

of paper bearing a woman’s hand,”?’ as though burning might erase the notes’ connection to her

27 Touch remains the primary trace of influence and responsibility: When meeting Caddy years earlier, Jason “could
feel” the touch of her gaze and warns Dilsey that Caddy carries leprosy, a disease thought to be transmitted by tactile
means (130).

41



body (122). However, despite Jason’s efforts to burn them away, the haptic traces of his sister’s

money and sexuality resurface in the Compson household in even more solid form.

Where Jason’s hoarding of the money remitted home by his sister provides him with an
unspoken connection to Caddy’s sexuality, his relationship with his niece renders this link
public. Most important for present purposes, Jason’s incestuous desire for his niece is established
not only by acts of physical violence, but also by the speech acts he employs to address and
conceptualize her. From the first pages of Jason’s monologue, his descriptions of his niece are
laden with bodily, sexual images: When scolding her for missing school, Jason shakes Miss
Quentin such that her “kimono [comes] unfastened, flapping about...,” leaving her “dam near
naked” (116). Further, when Miss Quentin resists, Jason responds by threatening to remove his
belt and “show” her “who’s got hold of [her] now”(116). Here, Jason commits two indirect
speech acts: his promise to disrobe carries both a threat of violence and an implied offer of
sexual self-exposure - innuendo. As with other indirect speech acts, innuendo relies on what
Searle calls “shared background information,” though innuendo requires a specific kind of
“information.” As Angela Failler writes, “for sexual innuendo to [be felicitous],” it must
“resonate for the [hearer] with prior acts or signifiers of sexual desire” (58). For Miss Quentin to
uncover Jason’s indirect speech act, she must perform same the action her mother did in the
cemetery twelve years earlier: Recognizing the illocutionary indicators in, and sexual intent

underlying, Jason’s words.

And, like her mother, she does. Jason’s innuendos — sexual suggestions toward his niece
— constitute some of the only felicitous illocutionary acts he commits on April 6. When we first
meet Jason, he scolds Miss Quentin for “playing out of school” with other men (116). As

indicated by the empty condom tin Benjy sees in his section (32), Miss Quentin is very much
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repeating a pattern set by her mother. Further, Miss Quentin, experienced with both her own
sexual excursions and the incestuous suggestions of her uncle, picks up on the implied
illocutionary force of Jason’s indirect speech acts.?® She even shares his sense of money’s bodily
character, at one point insisting that “[t]here’s not a cent of your money on me. I’d starve first,”
as though a monetary debt to her uncle might amount to the touch of his “hand” on her body
(118). Unable to retaliate with verbal gestures of her own, Miss Quentin takes the only available
course of action — threatening to tear her dress in public and expose the innuendo’s unspoken
propositional content, the sexual aggression that Jason has veiled in indirect illocution. Given
how much public acceptance of his performed persona matters to him, it is unsurprising that this

action renders Jason “kind of [blind]” with rage (118).

Jason may refuse to recognize the sexual attraction he feels to Miss Quentin, but Faulkner
takes pains to establish textual links between Jason’s niece, her embezzled funds, and the sexual
charge that both carry for Jason. When, after dinner on April 6, 1928, Jason locks Miss Quentin

in her room, ostensibly so the girl can study, infelicitous innuendo results:

‘How do you know she’s studying?’ | says.

‘I don’t know what else she’d do in there alone,” she says. ‘She never did read any.’

‘No, I says.” “You wouldn’t know. And you can thank your lucky stars for that,” I says.
Only what would be the use in saying it aloud. It would just have her crying on me again.

(164)

28 Compare this to a similar exchange Jason has with the less-savvy Mrs. Compson a few moments earlier: “’Yes,’ |
says. ‘If she stayed on the streets. | don’t reckon she’d be playing out of school just to do something she could do in
public,” I says.

‘What do you mean?’ she says.

‘I don’t mean anything,” | says. ‘I just answered your question.” Then she began to cry again...” (114).
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Jason implies that his niece engages in a solitary, illicit act of masturbation, and his tone
connotes disapproval. Nevertheless, several lines later, Jason goes up to Miss Quentin’s door
voyeuristically to observe his niece in the act: “I could see the empty keyhole, but I couldn’t hear
a sound. She studied quiet. Maybe she learned that in school” (164). “Studied,” given the
network of innuendo and sexual meanings with which Jason surrounds his niece, has to be
understood euphemistically. Jason cannot bring himself to admit a sexual desire for his niece, but
he can allude to it in his narration. Moreover, having failed to spy, Jason returns to his room to
perform his own act of illicit self-pleasure: “I got the box out and counted [the bills] again” (164)
— counting Miss Quentin’s stolen money, with its obvious erotic provenance, stands in for
Jason’s unconsummated attempt at voyeurism. Faulkner strengthens this sexual connection with
a paratactic textual link between Jason’s dirtied banknotes and his niece’s body in the doubled
“locks” that contain them: At the close of his day, Jason locks both of his assets away using keys

from the same ring.

Just as Jason disavows his physical attraction to (and financial reliance upon) his niece,
so too does he refuse to admit to his role in shaping her behaviors he so resents. Although Jason
derides Quentin as a “bitch” and condemns her for “playing out of school,” he fails to
acknowledge the extent to which his torturous treatment of his niece has produced precisely the
behavior he detests. Miss Quentin makes this point particularly obvious at the end of the chapter,
saying to her uncle, “"Whatever I do, it’s your fault...If I’m bad, it’s because | had to be. You
made me’”’(162). Bereft of her mother’s remittances (recognizably stolen by her uncle), and
trapped in a miserable, abusive home situation, Quentin turns to the only resource she has left —
trading on her value as the “sexual commodity” that her uncle already understands her to be

(Feldstein 93). Moreover, since Jason’s finances depend on the checks he purloins from his

44



niece, and given the centrality of finance to Jason’s self-definition, the prospect of Quentin’s
departure constitutes a massive threat to both his economic and social identities.?® That Jason
does not view his niece in this (potentially threatening) way attests both to his capacity for self-
delusion and to the faith he puts in the most significant (and deleterious) of his illocutionary

activities — his financial speculations.
V. Jason and the Cotton Exchange

Jason’s activities at the telegraph office and, by extension, on the New York Cotton
Exchange, form the locus of all his various performances on April 6 — tying together all the
doublings, ironies, and contradictions that have driven his speech and actions so far. Up until
Jason’s entry into the domain of finance, his social performance has been both infelicitous and
relatively ineffectual. Whatever Jason’s pretensions to masculinity, business acumen, or
ancestral gentility, Miss Quentin (118), Caddy (120) and Old Job (156) all penetrate the
theatrical veneer of his persona with little difficulty. To escape the scrutiny and resistance of
these figures, Jason turns to a domain in which, according to Italian economist Christian
Marazzi, “facts are created by speaking them” — Finance (33). Unlike the skeptical social milieu
of Jefferson, the world of finance offers Jason a semantic domain in which his illocutionary acts
are accepted at face value. Freed from the resisting figures who hinder his plans in Jefferson
(Miss Quentin, Earle, his mother), Jason finds in the anonymity of the cotton exchange ample
space in which to act upon the values and identity he has proclaimed throughout the chapter,
putting his performative persona to work in the only domain he respects. The results,

unsurprisingly, are disastrous.

2 This point deserves emphasis: Miss Quentin serves as focal point of nearly all Jason’s illocutionary acts —
financial, assertive, and indirect — on April 6.
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The xenophobia, inconsistency, and self-deception that have undercut Jason’s persona
throughout the rest of the novel surface with particular vehemence in the discussion of his
financial strategy. Prior to heading to the Jefferson telegraph office, Jason expounds on the

nature of the cotton market:

“There’s nothing to it,” | says. “Cotton is a speculator’s crop. They fill the farmer full of hot air
and get him to raise a big crop for them to whipsaw on the market, to trim the suckers with. Do
you think the farmer gets anything out of it except a red neck and a hump in his back? You think
the man that sweats to put it into the ground gets a red cent more than a bare living...And what
for? So a bunch of dam eastern jews I’m not talking about men of the jewish religion...I have

nothing against jews as an individual,” | says. “It’s just the race” (120).

Although Jason later insists that in invoking “jews,” he refers to New York financiers, his
digression from finance to race is instructive. Jews, in 1920s Europe and America, were viewed
as separate from the “genuine” citizens of modern nations such as France or Germany. Postone
writes that, for nationalists in this time “the nation was not only a political entity; it was also
concrete, determined by a common language, history, traditions, and religion” (94). Jews, by
contrast, “were of the nation abstractly” (94). By denouncing New York financiers as “jews” and
“foreigners,” Jason aligns himself with both the “American” farmer and the concrete quality of
that farmer’s labor (tied to the aforementioned “land,”) as opposed to the abstract nature of New
York finance. Walter Ben Michaels has noted the nativist overtones of the focus on “blood,”
(224) and thus Jason’s anxiety over the abstract nature of finance seems to cohere with his
established persona and illocutionary strategies. His internal consistency, however, proves to be

short-lived.
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Immediately after having denounced New York financiers and “jews,” Jason reveals his
own approach to investment: “’1t’s a sucker game, unless a man gets inside information from
somebody that knows what’s going on. | happen to be associated with some people who’re right
there on the ground. They have one of the biggest manipulators in New York for an adviser”
(121). Most remarkable about this revelation is the self-contradictory abandon with which Jason
delivers it; mere moments after waxing sympathetic over the plight of the American cotton
farmer, Jason “whipsaws” in the opposite direction, priding himself on having “insider
information” unavailable to the benighted residents of Jefferson. In effect, Jason totally reverses
his position, in a manner that tacitly aligns him with those he despises as depriving “American”
farmers of hard-earned profits. That Jason seems unaffected by the incoherence of his reversal
points to a deeper pattern in his thinking and illocutionary tactics: Self-deception. As Amélie
Rorty writes, a self-deceiver can maintain two contradictory positions because he “mistakenly
believes that there is some strategy that enables him to reconcile his believing and not believing
[a proposition]” (394). In order to explicate Jason’s version of this “strategy,” and how it

involves Wall Street’s abstract operations, we must turn to Jason’s financial ledger.

As Wayne Westbrook has established, Jason sells short one contract (fifty thousand
pounds) of cotton, likely using a margin account (55). Futures are contracts that traders purchase
at the present time, hoping that the price of a given commodity (such as cotton) will rise in the
future; these contracts serve an important role for farmers, enabling them to set prices well in
advance, thereby offsetting the risk of a drop in the cotton price. These risk-offsets, in turn,
prevent markets from falling into “cycle[s] of boom and bust” common prior to the advent of
futures (Markham 3). The shorted futures contract is a sophisticated financial instrument that

allows Jason to take a speculative position against the cotton farmers he serves in the store,

47



betting on a drop in price on a set date in the future. Viewed in the 1920s as a “parasitic” practice
(Ott 18), short selling allows Jason to transform investable cash into larger amounts of money
without the intermediary of physical asset ownership. As Godden writes, successful short-sellers
“[trade] in an asset that is no more than a locus of price variation; or, of money made through
volatility from borrowed money”(10) — a fact magnified by Jason’s employment of a margin
account, an account which uses borrowed money to borrow further money. Additionally,
identifying Jason’s financial position as a shorted cotton contract reveals new layers of ignorance
and self-deception in his thinking about finance. Given the sizeable scale of even a single cotton
contract (the lowest price Jason’s contract reaches on April 6 would be around $6300 in 1928
dollars), Jason’s claim that he “never risk[s] much at a time” looks particularly absurd: Though
Jason may declaim that he “just [wants] an even chance to get [his] money back,” the scale of the

bets on his balance sheet betray larger ambitions (165).

The larger significance of Jason’s paper-to-paper transaction is twofold. First, by cycling
his hoarded funds from Caddy into the futures market, en route to hopefully enlarged profits,
Jason engages in a form of metaphorical money laundering. His aim, to wipe away the sordid
history of his banknotes, would replace the traces of Caddy’s sexuality with the stamp of his own
sophisticated financial ability. His financial actions recapitulate his burning of Caddy’s letters to
Miss Quentin: in each instance, Jason tries to erase the woman’s touch from the paper that
“bear[s]...[her] hand” (122). His actions would break the (for him) literal connection between
the banknotes (from whose fondling he derives pleasure) and the stain of his sister’s sexual
activity. To follow Jason’s illocutionary logic, here, would be to recover from the dark ink of
Caddy’s “hand,” the stain on her drawers, glimpsed by the child Jason on the day of Damuddy’s

funeral (1898); one should note that Caddy’s tree-climbing initiates her brother into their sister’s
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sexual nature.® What first appears to be merely a small-town clerk’s theft and ill-advised
gambling actually implicates him in the obsessions with family, memory, and sexuality that color

the lives of the final generation of Compson men.

Second, because of this polyvalent familial connection, Jason’s attempts at money
laundering comprise what philosopher Herbert Fingarette terms a “self-covering” strategy, a
refusal of illocutionary action. For Fingarette, a self-deceiver is one who refuses to make an
explicit verbal acknowledgement (or “spelling out™) some aspect of her engagement in the world
(46). On this account, because “the forms of human existence” are intrinsically tied to language,
a practical reliance on language (even a tacit one) is engaged in nearly all human activity (45).%!
Hence, Jason’s money-laundering represents a “self-covering” technique: a way to avoid explicit
recognition (“spelling out”) of the incestuous connections among his sister, niece, and banknotes.
Crucially, the use of “self-covering” allows Jason to act on the tacit knowledge of the notes’
sexual associations while avoiding the illocutionary act (“spelling out”) that would render such
links fully “conscious.”3? Jason’s transmission of his money into the financial market allows him

to avoid recognition of his troubling impulses and would, if successful, constitute the sort of

30 That blackness and ink carry the association of sexual knowledge here is suggested by some remarks of
Faulkner’s on the experience of writing. He describes The Sound and the Fury as providing him with an “ecstasy,
that eager and joyous faith and anticipation of surprise which the yet unmarred sheet beneath [his] hand held
inviolate and unfailing, waiting for release” (“An Introduction” 225). Similarly, Jason’s banknotes, like the muddy
drawers for which they substitute, are no longer “unmarred.”

31 An example of such tacitly linguistic behavior would be stopping at a traffic light. Although no verbal cues are
explicitly present, the underlying knowledge necessary to use traffic-lights is verbal in character.

%2 Fingarette goes on to state that in cases of self-covering, “there will be ‘breaks’ or gaps as one comes near the
hidden area in question: certain memories, perceptions, desires, actions...now are not spelled out” [emphasis
mine] (48). Such “breaks” may explain why Jason’s headaches and blackouts tend to occur when he thinks of Miss
Quentin.
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contradiction-obviating “strategy” defined by Amélie Rorty: Jason would both deny his basest

desires and transcend the undesirable aspects of himself.3

Of course, Jason is not the first Compson to harbor such a vision of transcendence. The
connection between Jason’s financial operations and his brothers’ obsessions with Caddy can be
unpacked further by examining it alongside his brothers” monologues. Benjy, incapable of
sophisticated cognitive processes and thus untroubled by incest taboos, merely clings to Caddy’s
memory — mentally returning to earlier episodes in his life and physically hoarding objects
related to her. In contrast, the elder Compson brothers devise complicated mental operations for
navigating the simultaneous feelings of shame, denial, and incestuous desire evoked by their
sister. For Quentin, near the end of his life, this navigation takes the form of a suicide-fantasy
involving him and Caddy: “...if people could only change one another forever that way merge
like a flame swirling up for an instant then blown cleanly out along the cool eternal
dark...”(111). In conversation with him, Mr. Compson recognizes this fantasy for what it is: “an
apotheosis in which a temporary state of mind will become symmetrical above the flesh and
aware both of itself and of the flesh it will not quite discard...” (112). Quentin imagines cycling
his own sacred object, the thought of Caddy’s virginity, through an abstracting process
(“[merging] like a flame”) that would purify it (“above the flesh”). Jason’s money-laundering
operation, with its processing of a sacred object (banknotes) through an abstracting operation

(finance capital) constitutes a materialist echo of the pious Quentin’s “apotheosis” fantasy. Small

33 This is far from the only instance in which Jason refuses to spell out his engagements. See his description of his
father’s funeral: “...1 got to thinking about that and watching them throwing dirt into it, slapping it on anyway like
they were making mortar or something or building a fence, and | began to feel sort of funny....” (127). Jason’s
repetition of “feeling funny” moments later suggests his phrasing is less a verbal tic than a sign of his reluctance to
introspect. Whatever his intellectual limits, Jason surely possesses the capacity to describe his feelings in more detail
(e.g. “sad™); his failure to do so, then, must be read as an act of will, a refusal to make explicit the emotions that
discomfit him.
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wonder, then, that Jason spends so much of his day frantically trying to “get [his] money back”

(165).

At a more linguistic level, Jason’s illocutionary bets on the New York Cotton Exchange
also recapitulate a general feature of illocutionary acts — what Marazzi calls their “crisis” — that is
to say, their attempt to erase their own causal history as spoken words (35). Were Jason’s
financial machinations successful, his new profits would have the appearance of arising from the
financial ether, without the troubling causal history attached to his current hoard, “a purely
abstract currency to be gained and lost” (Matthews, Sound 67). The stakes of Jason’s bets are
dizzyingly high: His wagers would, if felicitous, reconcile the inconsistencies of his doubled
class-identity, erase the troubled causal history of his ill-gotten banknotes, and provide a “cover”
to incestuous desires for his sister and niece. Given the immense risks involved, it comes as little

surprise that his bets head sharply in the opposite direction.

Shorting a futures contract is a multi-step process — it begins with the borrowing of a
single unit of a commaodity (in Jason’s case, fifty thousand pounds of cotton), and involves the
borrower’s promise to sell that unit back at a new price in the future. If the price of the unit drops
between the time of purchase and the time of sale, then the trader may pocket an amount equal to
the difference between the sale price and initial purchase price (“Short Sales” par.1-2). However,
the trade has its dangers; while a trader may make some profit on a price drop, she also remains
exposed (potentially to infinity) if the price of the aforementioned commodity shoots up. Just
such a precipitous price rise occurs on April 6, 1928: During Jason’s pursuit of Miss Quentin
and the carnival pitchman, he misses a number of industry reports, and the cotton price
skyrockets “from the intraday low of 12.49 at noon...a whopping 813 points to 20.62”

(Westbrook 57).
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The upward swing is so violent that Jason’s margin account no longer has the funds to
cover his short position, and “[closes] at 20.62,” leaving Jason with a loss that Westbrook
estimates at over four thousand dollars, though Jason refuses to tabulate the value of his
transactions unless they turn in his favor (57). Jason’s afternoon of frantic obsession with his
niece’s sexuality (he spends most of his day chasing after Miss Quentin and a carnival employee)
has subverted his attempt to launder her legacy out of the stolen money. Had he succeeded, Jason
might have “self-[transformed]” in the way Rorty describes: unifying the contradictory strands of
his identity and papering over an incestuous obsession with a financial one. Instead, his failure
leaves Jason so enraged that he controverts the advice of his New York advisors, who tell him to
sell and cover his losses: “Buy, | wrote, Market just on point of blowing its head off. Occasional
flurries for the purpose of hooking a few more country suckers who haven’t got in to the
telegraph office yet” (153). Unable to stop his niece from “playing out of school” or to enact his
desired financial scheme, Jason reverts to his earlier inconsistency: extracting a moral victory

against the New York “jews” while deepening his losses.

V. Jason Unravels

As | have argued above, the monologue of April 6, 1928 shows Faulkner constructing
the features of Jason’s performed identity: His reliance on stereotypes, schemes of theft and self-
deception, and pose of aggressive masculinity. Taken together, these illocutionary and social
strategies represent an attempt to bend reality to his will. In turn, the narrative of April 8 traces
Jason’s path as his pattern of counterfactual insistence meets with an antithetical reaction from
the world of the text. Jason may be able to impose his will on the verbalized interior world of his
monologue, but the externalized narrative of the final chapter reveals the limits of these

illocutionary and social strategies when met with uncongenial brute facts. With Miss Quentin’s
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theft of his hoard, Jason loses his metric of self-worth and confronts the limits of his stereotype-
system. When he responds by giving chase and reasserting his performed persona, his “self-
covering” strategy for internal management breaks down. Additionally, Jason’s violently comic
confrontation with a carnival employee shows his indirect strategies of intimidation and social
bluster collapsing in the face of genuine force. Taken together, Jason’s actions on April 8 follow

through on the narrative logic of self-destruction that began in the earlier chapters.

If the internal monologue of April 6 shows Jason imposing definitions on the world
around him through his repeated stereotypes, the externally-narrated events of Easter 1928 show
him struggling as brute facts invalidate those definitions. In the case of Miss Quentin’s theft,
Jason’s shock stems mostly from disbelief at the fact that others, whom he has defined as dupes
for his subterfuge, penetrate even the most complex and devious of his schemes with ease. For
Jason, this realization has the added effect of shaking his faith in the clichés that underlie nearly

all his reasoning. Witness his response to the emptied “locked box”:

...he was hurtling things backward out of the closet, garments, shoes, a suitcase. Then he
emerged carrying a sawn section of tongue-and-groove planking and laid it down and
entered the closet again and emerged with a metal box. He set it on the bed and stood
looking at the broken lock while he dug a keyring from his pocket and selected a key, and
for a time he stood with the selected key in his hand, looking at the broken lock....Then
he upended the box and shook it too and slowly replaced the papers and stood again,
looking at the broken lock, with the box in his hands and his head bent. Outside the
window he heard some jaybirds swirl shrieking past and away, their cries whipping in the

wind.... (176)
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Faulkner uses external focalization to evocative effect: the syntax of the passage, with its
strings of complex sentences that refuse to terminate, and the unabridged repetition of Jason’s
“looking at the broken lock,” suggest Jason’s inability (or refusal) to assimilate this new reality.
The description here distends with conjunctions and participial phrases, slowing the experience
of reading to mirror a stunned Jason’s repeated examinations of the box. Just as devastating as
the loss of the actual money is the idea that his most private actions, the embezzlement and
counting of Caddy’s remittances, have been rendered public by his “bitch of a niece.” The
shrewdness displayed in Miss Quentin’s theft not only challenges Jason’s stereotypic dismissal
of her as merely a “slut,” but also threatens his vision of himself as a master conspirator (152).
Faulkner further emphasizes the public nature of Jason’s “secret” actions by including Disley’s
indifferent response: While Jason frantically telephones the police, Dilsey “looked at him,
without stopping, and went on” (177). The events of this morning may bemuse Jason, but they
come as little surprise to his more observant and sensitive servant. Stripped of the material
tokens of his status, and with his concept-system faltering, Jason falls back upon his central

technique of illocutionary assertion.

Although Jason’s experience during the chase after Miss Quentin is often read as an
involuntary paranoid delusion,* such interpretations ignore the essentially volitional character of
Jason’s fantasies. In this section, Faulkner details the collapse of Jason’s fervently upheld
performative edifice under the pressure of the external world of the novel. Jason’s verbal and
social persona, with its foundation of self-deception, is undone by something more fundamental

— his body. Moments after fantasizing his triumph over the "legions of heaven and hell,” Jason

34 Bleikasten claims that Jason experiences “persecution fantasies” that “belong with symptoms of paranoia” (110),
echoing Peavy’s argument that Jason “organizes the observed...behavior of real and imagined persons into a
conspiracy, with the paranoid as its focus” (151).
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finds himself enfeebled by a headache.® In an attempt to evade his oncoming migraine, Jason
escapes into an alternate vision of himself, one mediated by his illocutionary acts. Jason conjures
a dream of sexual triumph: “he thought about Lorraine. He imagined himself in bed with her,
only he was just lying beside her, pleading with her to help him, then he thought of the money
again, and that he had been outwitted by a woman, a girl...by the very symbol of the lost job

itself” (191).

Bereft of his stolen cache, Jason is impotent even in his fantasies (“only he was just lying
beside her”), a moment that recalls his early childhood habit of sharing a bed with Damuddy
(17). Moreover, with Jason’s bets soured and his money disappeared, the performative trace
linking his money to sexual desire rises to the surface. The thought of sex with Lorraine - his
prostitute - leads him immediately to thoughts of the missing money, itself the product of
Caddy’s acts of prostitution. The (now less implicit) thought of Caddy (*a woman”), in turn,
leads back to the “girl” — his missing niece, who is both “symbol”” of the lost job and metonym
for her absent mother. This instant, with its complex associative chain, shows Jason’s mental
self-image collapsing around him: Without the disposable income that has sustained his
whoremongering and financial gambling, he can no longer maintain his masculine power-
fantasy; no longer able to “cover” the associations between his money and incestuous impulses,
he is forced to confront his erotic desire for his niece. Unable to openly acknowledge this
attraction (and the implied connection to the lingering specter of Caddy’s sexuality), Jason
suffers another blackout (191), similar to the blindness that had overtaken him on April 6, when

Miss Quentin threatened to tear her dress in public (118). In the absence of the banknotes he had

35 Again, Jason on April 8 reckons with his past theft: The headache is caused by gasoline fumes from the car
purchased with money stolen from Caroline (191).
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employed as an illocutionary proxy, Jason can no longer paper over his attraction to his niece as

an obsession with family honor or restitution for the “lost job.”%

Where his infelicitous fantasy and Miss Quentin’s theft merely disturb Jason’s self-
confidence, Faulkner includes two figures that assault Jason’s self-concept more directly. These
agents, an old man and a sign, complete Jason’s self-destructive arc by turning back on him his
verbal weapons of threat and implication. Half-blind and barely able to pilot his car, Jason
follows his niece’s path to the travelling carnival in Mottson. After locating the carnival’s
sleeping cars, Jason attempts to bully an old man into divulging Miss Quentin’s location: “’Don’t
lie,” Jason said. “Where are they?’..."What’s that?” the other said. “Who you calling a liar?’”
(192). In the confrontation that follows, the man’s rage derives not from Jason’s physical actions,
but his illocutionary ones *“’Call me a liar,” the other wailed...”I’ll show you’” (192). Like the
stock market that has denuded Jason of his financial capital, the old man endangers Jason by
taking him at his word. The nature of this danger becomes clear during their ensuing physical

struggle:

“You bastard,” the other shrieked, scrabbling at the table. Jason tried to grasp him in both
arms, trying to prison the puny fury of him. The man’s body felt so old, so frail, yet so
fatally singlepurposed that for the first time Jason saw clear and unshadowed the disaster

toward which he rushed. (192)

Here, Jason’s performative self — sustained by threats and assertions of virility — implodes in the

face of the genuine “singlepurposed[ness]” of a geriatric’s authentic death threat. That Faulkner
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describes the threat as “unshadowed” recalls Quentin’s obsession with his own shadow 37on the
day of his suicide in 1910 (52); thus, in grappling with the old man Jason, too, confronts a
deathly version of himself. 3 The “puny” old man overwhelms Jason because he takes as serious
the illocutionary tokens of masculinity and honor that Jason employs so casually. If Jason
experiences an epiphany in this moment, it consists in glimpsing his own inauthenticity, the

failure of his social and verbal strategies to bend the world (or even one man) to his will.

The violence of Jason’s struggle with and escape from the old man masks the intrusion of
another textual double-figure, one which mirrors Jason’s illocutionary habits in more abstract
and less obvious ways. Retreating from the sleeping car and disoriented by another of his

blackouts, Jason encounters a sign:

“Keep going,” the other said. He led Jason on around the corner of the station, to the empty

platform where an express truck stood, where grass grew rigidly in a plot bordered with rigid
flowers and a sign in electric lights: Keep your & on Mottson, the gap filled by a human eye

with an electric pupil. The man released him. (193)

Appearing at this crucial moment in the novel, the sign — with its distinctive eye-
pictogram — carries several illocutionary forces. Most basically, its directive illocution voices a
New South slogan. For Jason, though, the sign carries a more profound indirect message. By
replacing the verbal “eye” with its pictorial equivalent, Faulkner points back to the novel’s initial
moment of vision: The Compson brothers’ collective glimpse of Caddy’s “muddy drawers”

during the funeral in 1898, the “primal scene” that introduced knowledge of both death and

37 “Quentin’s own shadow...comes to represent for him time and death...the dark side of himself that he is trying to
escape” (Ross and Polk 53).

38 Faulkner strengthens this connection with the question a circus employee poses to Jason: “What were you trying
to do? commit suicide?” (193).
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sexuality into their lives.®® The black visual density of the graphic “eye” in turn recalls the other
inky traces of Caddy’s presence (the banknotes, the letters) that Jason has struggled to erase from
his life, to paper over by force of his illocutions. Like the content of one of his own indirect

speech acts, the apotheosis of Jason’s failures hangs before him, suspended between words.

At a more abstract level, the eye-pictogram signals an additional layer of illocutionary
force, one directed at Faulkner’s audience. The appearance of an electric eye surveying a
desolate town recalls the eye of Dr. T.J. Eckleburg in Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, where such
a sign expresses the “external blindness” of materialist over-reach (Fitzgerald 24).%° Faulkner’s
pictorial gesture thus performs what philosopher David Novitz terms a “pictorial illocution,” in
which a picture is used to perform an illocutionary act that draws on the picture’s
representational content (149). To recapitulate, Faulkner employs the electronic sign to
numerous illocutionary ends: By alluding to Damuddy’s funeral, the sign revisits upon him the
aggressive innuendo with which he has tormented his sister and niece. Further, the sign’s
pictorial allusion provides a rhetorical signal to Faulkner’s modernist readers: As with those of
Fitzgerald’s “wild wag of an oculist,” Jason’s efforts to stamp his self-fashioned values upon the

world have failed.

In the scene that follows, Faulkner intimates the consequences of this particular failure.
Having abandoned his pursuit of Miss Quentin, Jason Compson, whom Faulkner described as a
metonym for the whole “New South,” (qtd. in Storhoff 526) is shown denuded of his
performative self-stylings: “a man sitting quietly behind the wheel of a small car, with his

invisible life ravelled out around him like a worn-out sock” (195). Unable to ignore the

39 Waid 238-9
40 See Ross and Polk 187
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consequences of his niece’s escape, Jason can no longer control his headaches and must beg two
young “negro” men for a ride home. This scene shows Jason stripped bare: bereft of the money
that comforts him and sustains his financial activity, and forced to invalidate the social hierarchy
he defends by appealing to his ostensible social inferiors for help. While Jason’s “defeat” here is
often regarded as a temporary setback for a relentless man,* the account that I have given of
Jason’s psychology and social actions suggests a different reading. Miss Quentin’s departure
signals both the loss of Jason’s secret hoard and the likely end of Caddy’s remittances, the very
funds that have sustained his financial speculation, relationship with Lorraine, and pretense of
business acumen, as well as the mechanism for his sexual control of his niece. While Jason may,
as Faulkner’s Appendix suggests, restore his finances eventually, he would have to do so without

the illocution-based performed identity that he struggles to maintain in 1928.

V1. Jason and Shegog, or Solipsism and Collectivity

Jason’s failure to impose his will on the world, to make his words an effective medium for
actions, becomes most obvious when he is read alongside another textual double — the Revered
Shegog. A visiting preacher from St Louis,*? Shegog delivers to Jefferson’s black congregation an
Easter sermon that parallels thematically and chronologically Jason’s futile pursuit of Miss
Quentin and the stolen money; moreover, Faulkner’s closely related descriptions of the two men
suggest a deeper thematic link. More than a powerful evocation of African-American spirituality

or exemplum of ecclesiastical oration (though it’s these, too), Shegog’s sermon stands as one of

41 Matthews writes that “Jason returns home delayed but not defeated” (The Play, 114), Faulkner’s own appendix
shows an older Jason fulfilling his dream of becoming a cotton trader (212).
42 The hometown of Herbert Head and location of Jason’s “stolen” bank job.
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the few moments of communion and connection in a novel marked by despair, occlusion, and loss.
The sermon carries such unifying power because the reverend succeeds in actions that Jason can
only attempt: Shegog’s illocutionary acts influence his audience in the ways he desires, and the
congregants in turn accept and take part in his social performance. While several critics have read
the similarities between Shegog and Jason in religious terms,*® less attention has been paid to the
parallels between their speech and social actions. In what follows, | will enumerate the central
features of Shegog’s sermon in the hopes of reading his